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By Jane I. Guyer 
While explaining proposed studies of aspects of "household economics" to 
prospective informants in two different African societies, I have been advised 
very quickly that "Among us, a man and his wife do not share the same purse, 11 
and that "Over here, we have a men's side and a women's side. 11 This paper 
explores some of the problems of applying a "household" methodology to the 
study of African rural economies. It focuses on one type of household study, 
namely budget analysis, and suggests that the classic assumption of the house-
hold as an undifferentiated decision-making unit applies poorly to many 
African kinship systems. The first part of the paper is a brief discussion of 
household methodology and its application to Africa. The second part is de-
voted to an analysis of the relationship between men's and women's incomes in 
the rural economy of the Beti of Southern Cameroun. 
Economic studies of household income and expenditure patterns have a long 
history. In Western industrial economies, they have focused particul,arly on 
class differences and the implications of varying incomes for consumer demand 
for different products. More than a hundred years ago, Engel formulated his 
basic "law" that the proportion of household expenditure devoted to food 
varies inversely with income (Houthakker, 1957 ). The earliest systematic 
household budget studies (Booth, 1902; Rowntree, 1902) were intended to go 
beyond observation of patterns, to document absolute levels of welfare among 
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the working poor as a basis for social reform. In general, budget studies have 
retained these two aims: the synchronic study of standards of living in rela-
tion to income, and the dynamic proj~tion of levels of demand as incomes 
change. 
The use of a "household" methology to pursue these aims was based on 
assumptions about Western social structure. The majority of the populations 
studied were entirely dependent on the market for both income and consumption 
, items, the nuclear family had become the standard residence unit among wage 
and salary earners, and members of households shared the same general level of 
living. 
The application of a household methodology to the study of peasantries as 
·opposed to wage workers has posed serious problems. Measurement of both market 
demand and standards of living depends on dealing with the far more complex 
decision-making process of units which can choose to withdraw into production 
for home consumption. Both the supply of labor or goods to the cash sector and 
the demand for goods from the market depend on the political and economic con-
text in which households operate. 
Two elaborated models of household economies have been put forward to 
:apply.to peasantries. In the neoclassical tradition, Barnum and Squire apply a 
,~ariant of the theory of the firm, retaining the basic goal of profit 
,,'7 
::?,"f... . • • 
· ·:max1mu:at1on, but , inserting a particular characteristic of family labor, 
namely. that it has control over the number of hours it works. They write: 
The household, like any competitive enterprise, decides the 
amount of output to produce given the wage, the prices and 
the state of technology, with the objective of maximising 
profits •••• The level of family labor input is determined by 
the household's preference for leisure, on the one hand, 
and7ts preference for commodities on the other ••• (Barnum 
and Squire, 19i9:6). 
The other major model of the peasant household derives from Chayanov's propo-
sitions about the nature of the family labor farm, where the aim of the pro-
ductive enterprise is said to be the maintenance of a certain standard of per 
capita consumption (Chayanov, 1966). 
The search for a model, equal in power to those used for production and 
consumption units in fully industrialized economies, is based on the impor-
tance of methodologic.al refinement and comparability of the results of dif-
ferent studies. However, the whole notion of applying models to the study of 
peasantries has been challenged by Deere and De Janvry (1979), among others 
writing in the Marxist tradition. They suggest that under capitalism, peas-
antries are inherently unstable and therefore noncharac terizable; their pat-
terns of activity are constantly shifting in response to ,conditions in the 
wider economy. They suggest that the same groups may act like specialist 
producers and profit maximizers under some circumstances and subsistence farm-
ers under others. In order to understand even the limited issues of the deter-
minants of levels of supply, demand, and the standard of living, the relation-
ship between households and wider economic structures has to be specified and 
treated historically. 
These are still controversial issues, but in applying any of the metho-
dologies outlined above to African peasantries, one is forced to confront a 
further problem. Most of the works attempting to grapple with a theory or 
framework for understanding peasant economies have been based on Asian, Euro-
pean, or Latin American case material- Although the internal differentiation 
of . households has been examined, particularly by Carmen Deere ( 197 6, 1979), 
the division of spheres of decision-making between the sexes 
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appears less far-reaching than in Africa. As Goody has shown, the indigenous 
kinship structures on which family organization is based have differed pro-
foundly between Africa and Eurasia. African "households" typically contain 
more than one decision-maker. Individual men and women maintain rights in 
wider kinship units from which they gain resources and to which they devote 
income. Men and women generally work in different spheres of the economy and 
often manage their own personal incomes. The patterns of activity which emerge 
from a household type of analysis reflect the form which interpersonal econ-
omic relations take, not only between husbands and wives, but more broadly 
between people and their kin. 
Anthropological studies of households and their budgets have attempted to 
face the problems of defining households and choosing the relevant methods of 
data collection for micro-level analysis (Bender, 1967; Epstein, 1961'; 
Mitchell, 1949; Deane, 1949). The relative independence of men's and women's 
incomes has been described in qualitative terms ( see, for example, McCall, 
1961), and emphasized by researchers from both anthropological and economic 
traditions.
1 
The following are examples from several West African societies: 
Yoruba (Nigeria): 
A woman's income is kept separate from that of her husband. 
There is no common budget for a man and his wife (Marshall, 
1964: 189). 
Ewe ( Ghana) : 
Household expenditure patterns in Bat tor certainly 
demonstrate that the household cannot be considered as a 
single unit in which effort and expenditure are directed 
towards optimising welfare (Lawson, 1972: 95). 
Hausa (Nigeria): 
A considerable proportion of the wives of the poorest 
farmers were not in as serious a predicament as their 
husbands which insulated them to some degree from 
their husbands' poverty (Hill, 1972: 147). 
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In some cases "household" composition and functioning is so variable as to 
make even the definition of a household very difficult since not only goods, 
cash, and services are regularly transferred from one residence to another, 
but the people themselves are highly mobile, What are conventionally termed 
households may be better understood as particularly dense centers in a field 
of exchange relationships, rather than closed units, 
On the other hand-, men's, women's, and children's incomes and expenditures 
are not totally independent of each other, because there are customary stand-
ards for the division of responsibility and for interpersonal transfers, 
Kaberry pointed out the importance of capturing this interdependence: "Any 
attempt to discuss it [the women's part] without any reference to that of the 
members of the opposite sex, who are their co-partners and dependents, would 
be meaningless, The unit of study must be the household ... "(Kaberry, 1952: 
132). Polly Hill makes the same point: "It is abundantly clear • . that West 
African husbands and wives seldom form a unified production unit, ••• Of course 
this is not to deny that there is much mutual dependence and complementarity 
within the household'' (Hill, 1975: 123). Acceptance of this general point does 
not, however, mean that the nature of the interdependence is easily speci-
fiable. In her case material from Ghana, Bukh points out that complementarity 
between the sexes is not a static aspect of culture, but may be shifting in 
response to changed economic conditions (1979). 
Within the context of some form of family interdependence, the patterns of 
income, consumption, savings, and investment of "households" are therefore 
expected to reflect the particular constraints under which each sex operates 
and the different structures of preference by sex, For example, Polly Hill 
writes that goats and sheep are the preferred investment for rural Hausa women 
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1n seclusion because the children can be the herdsmen and the animals are 
removable in case of divorce (Hill, 1972: 317). An increase in small livestock 
cannot necessarily be seen as a household decision in which resources are 
diverted from, say, investment in agricultural equipment to livestock, because 
the two expenditures are not competing for the same money. 
A similar problem is raised in the interpretation of the maintenance of 
subsistence cultivation. Chibnik has discussed in detail the kinds of choice 
situation for farmers in comparing the value of subsistence crops to cash 
crops (Chibnik, 1978). But for many African peoples the problem is not posed 
in this way, because food production decisions fall to women, whose range of 
possible courses of action is completely different from men's. Further, on the 
consumption side of the budget, the periodicity of women's incomes may differ 
from men's, giving rise to, or reinforcing, the division of responsibility 
(see Lawson,., 1971: 95). Women's incomes in rural areas of West Africa are 
generally much less seasonal than men's. Women earn small amounts at regular 
intervals, and therefore tend to be responsible for the small, regular pur-
chases. Consequently the daily level of nutrition and standard of living may 
depend more heavily on the women 1 s than the men's incomes. Fluctuations 1n 
men's fortunes may not make inroads into the provision of daily necessities, 
but may have an important effect on lump sum expenditures like housing and 
school fees. Patterns of consumption for the "household" as a unit reflect the 
proportional contribution of the men and the women to total expenditures, and 
not simply the absolute level of pooled income. 
Returning to the classic issues of household budget studies, it is clear 
that they can hardly be satisfactorily addressed without explicit attention to 
the sex-specificity of decision-making. It becomes impossible to reconstruct 
whether an increase in the proportion of cash income spent on food is mainly 
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due to a decline in household income, in accordance with Engel's Law, or an 
increase in the income earned and controlled by women who may be in charge of 
food purchases. There is a similar problem with the analysis of standards of 
living. One may find that the income and expenditure patterns of the poorest 
households are not on a simple continuum with more advantaged groups. If this 
group is dominated by "female-headed households," it becomes impossible to 
reconstruct whether their economic activities are simply a variant of a gen-
eral female pattern which has been submerged in the analysis of "male-headed 
households, 11 or whether it represents class position in the more conventional 
sense of the term. 
Since my own micro-data will be used to examine the first issue, I draw 
on a national survey to illustrate the second. A Ghanaian household budget 
survey gives enough information by sex to allow a reinterpretation of their 
analysis (Dutta Roy and Mabey, 1968). The poorest category of the rural popu-
lation consists of those households headed by petty traders. It is clear from 
the breakdown of heads of households by sex and occupation that almost the 
entire "petty trader" group consists of female-headed households. When incomes 
and expenditures are tabulated against the occupation of the household head, 
the petty traders show a pattern of market involvement far more like the rich-
est group, the salaried service workers, than the groups in between. Only 7 .4 
percent of their total income was in home-produced food, by contrast with 46 
percent for farmers. Any further understanding of this group demands compar-
ison with other categories of the female population, married and unmarried, 
. 2 farming and trading. 
The following discussion of budgets among Beti farmers in Southern 
Cameroon addresses micro-level issues. There are two main aims: first, to doc-
ument the sources of women's incomes and their patterns of spending, and 
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second, to show their interrelationship with the male economy under three dif-
ferent sets of conditions. The women's budgets will be compared according to 
marital status, to show the influence of a husband within the domestic unit, 
The seasonality of women's incomes will be compared with men's, in the village 
economy as a whole, to indicate whether they tend to vary together or in-
versely. Finally, patterns of income and expenditure from budget surveys will 
be used to reconstruct how men's and women's spheres in the cash economy have 
related to one another over a period of change. 
Ethnically and linguistically the Beti form part of the Fang group. They 
are one of the larger Cameroonian ethnic groups and the capital city of 
Yaounde is in the Beti region. They are a forest people, whose economy is now 
based on cocoa farming for the export market and bush fallow food cultivation 
for subsistence and the urban market, In the pre-cocoa system of production, 
the economy of each village was centered around a polygamous headman. The 
women did most of the tasks in food production, while th.e men hunted, trapped, 
cleared the forest, and carried out various construction and craft activities. 
In the kinship system, a woman's maximum rights in the male side of the econ-
omy were exercised in the context of marriage. Marriage gave her a right to 
land to cultivate, to male labor to clear fields, to her own house, and to 
security in times of sickness or intervillage conflict. But she had very lim-
ited rights to the output of her husband's labor. Much of the meat hunted was 
forbidden to women, metal was only provided for agricultural tools, and bark 
cloth made by the men was for male c lathing only. By contrast, everything a 
woman produced was ultimately at the disposal of her husband: 
At the heart of the inequality between men and women is an 
exchange ••• : the force and protection of the man against 
the fertility of the woman, whose aim is to produce, that 
is, to bear children and to cultivate in order to justify 
the investment her husband has made in her (Laburthe-Tolra, 
19 77: 889). 
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The claims of a man's children on his income were more substantial, espec-
ially those of his sons, who relied on him for bridewealth goods. While a 
mother was responsible for feeding the children, the costs incurred in their 
social maturation (education, initiation, and marriage) were born by their 
father. 
It seems clear that such a system of exchange between the sexes is un-
likely to evolve with ease into the "income-sharing household" of the European 
census. Colonial policies of forced labor and high taxes also reinforced the 
preexisting pattern of transfer of goods from female to male without providing 
enough remuneration to men to encourage standards for a more balanced return 
flow (Guyer, forthcoming). The high returns from cocoa, which peaked in the 
early 1950s, consolidated the development of a form of domestic social organi-
zation which grew out of precolonial and colonial experiences. Most marriages 
were monogamous by this time, and the domestic economy divided into two 
spheres: cocoa cultivation, cocoa incomes and cash expenses were taken care of 
by the men, while food cultivation and the provision of subsistence were taken 
care of by the women. 
In broad outline this is still the form of domestic organization which 
· prevails today. Women still provide a very high proportion of the domestic 
food supply from their farms. In 1964, some 80 percent of the value of food 
and drink consumed by rural households was home-produced (SEDES, 1964/65: 56). 
Women farmers have not (yet) specialized their production patterns or com-
mitted the family diet to the market. But women's possibilities for earning an 
independent income have been altered by the rapid growth in demand for food 
from the capital city and smaller rural towns. In the 1950s the open and com-
petitive market for food sales was extremely restricted, both by the absolute 
size of the urban population and by colonial policiy. Since 1957 
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Yaounde has quintupled 1n population, 3 and by the l'Ti'Os there were few Beti 
villages which remained untouched by the food trade. Consequently the income 
and expenditure patterns to be discussed reflect the readjustment of both men 
and women to changed circumstances. Although the patterns of adjustment are 
necessarily culturally determined·, there is nothing automatic about them. 
Money is a major bone of contention as people search for a workable rubric for 
domestic organization. One could extend to the management of income the situ-
ation described by Weber for land claims: "The Bible, the Gospel, and the Law 
• are often cited and interpreted, reviewed through the filter of 'Custom'" 
(Weber, 1974: 35). 
In the discussion of budgets which follows, it is important to bear 1n 
mind that women's cash activities are in addition to the production of food 
for home consumption. Using the data from the 1964 budget study, one can cal-
culate that the home-produced portion of food consumption amounted to about 45 
percent of total household income. Allowing for the fact that men do some kinds 
of work in the food provision system, one can conclude that up to 40 percent 
of real family income was provided by women's subsistence work in 1964. 
food 
Budget data was collected during a broader study of the functioning of the 
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system. D_aily cash transactions were recorded for twenty-six women 
farmers in two villages for two months: July, which is the harvest period for 
groundnuts, the most valuable subsistence crop in the women's agricultural 
cycle, and November, which is the harvest period in the men's economy. 
The general pattern of women's cash economy shows that they earn money on 
their own account, and also receive transfers from other people, most of whom 
are now, or have been in the past, part of their residence group. Table 1 sum-
marizes women's incoming cash by source, per month. 
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Table 1: Women's Cash Income, by Source, 19i5-19i6 
per Woman, per Month (N; 26) 
Amount (CFA*) Percent 
Own earnings 
- Sales of own produce 
- Trade, processing 
- Cocoa work 
Total 
Transfers 
- husband 
- other men 
- women 
Total 
Grand total: 
1,724 
531 
305 
2,560 
1,292 
308 
370 
1,970 
4,530 
*1,000 francs CFA; approximately $5.00 
38 
12 
7 
29 
6 
8 
43 
100 
The largest single source of cash in the women's economy comes from their 
own productive efforts. Half of the money which passes through women's hands 
is generated from food sales or processing and trade. The absolute amount of 
their self-generated income, if generalized over a year, would give a cash 
income of about one third of the average cocoa farmer's income from 5 cocoa. 
Women have a lower cash income than men although they contribute about half of 
total real income. The rest of their disposable cash comes through transfers, 
mainly, although not exclusively, from men. 
11 
Women have control over the spending of their own money. Some of the con-
tributions are given along with instructions about how the money should be 
used, but since the entire cost of food and household supplies cannot be fin-
anced out of contributions, it seems reasonable to assume that expenditure 
patterns do represent women's own decisions. "Husband's contributions" (1,292 
CFA) amount to a little over one third of women's expenses on food, kerosene, 
and soap (3,341 CFA). Table 2 shows the pattern in women's spending, 
Table 2: Women's Cash Expenses, Per Woman, Per Month 
Food and minor household 
Personal transport 
Clothes (own and children's) 
Total: 
Amount (CFA) 
3,341 
718 
433 
4,492 
Note: the slight difference between 
expenditure is probably devoted to gifts 
others, a category which was less well 
expenses than for income. 
Percent 
74 
16 
10 
100 
income and 
of cash to 
covered for 
The women's budget is therefore dominated by basic food and supplies, 
approximately two thirds of which could be financed from their self-earned 
incomes. 
In the economy as a whole, women produce about one fourth of the cash 
income and manage a further 16 percent. This latter amount is about one fourth 
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of the men's gross cash income which they give to women, either in the form of 
housekeeping money or as gifts for personal use, 
In addition to earnings and contributions from men, women take part in 
their own exchange networks to the extent of about 800 CFA per month: 300 CFA 
gift exchange with other women, and 500 CFA in contributions and receipts to 
savings societies. Men are involved in far more complex and extensive savings, 
debt and credit, bridewealth exchange and giftgiving than women, for which 
their male kinsmen and not their wives are the ultimate inheritors, There are 
only two important circumstances in which a wife gives cash to her husband: 
when both are working together to build up funds for their son's bridewealth, 
and when a wife gives her husband a share of the purse of her credit asso-
ciation in recognition of her dependence on him. In contrast she often con-
ceals the mount of her routine earnings so that she can be sure to use them 
for her own purposes, 
This is clearly not the same kind of household management assumed from 
studies of wage-earners or family farmers in European society. Rogers has 
argued, in concurrence with some early studies, that men control the income 
and women control the expenditure patterns in European households (Rogers, 
19 i5), Whatever the actual pattern, the total cash is assumed to be a single 
fund which is assigned to various competing needs. But Beti men and women have 
individual control over their incomes, different responsibilities to meet, and 
various ways of getting access to each other's material goods and labor 
services. 
The implicit contractual conditions of marriage are one of the ideological 
means of defining the way in which the two spheres interact. One way of exam-
ining the relative independence of the female side of the economy is therefore 
to compare the budgets of married and unmarried women. Boserup 
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(19i0) and others (for example, Meillassoux, 19i5) have suggested that the 
withdrawal of men's labor and incomes can be tolerated without a drastic 
decline in the basic standard of physical welfare in cases where women are 
responsible for the diet. This implies that the personal economies of both 
married and unmarried women should show certain similarities. 
Table 3 summarizes the income data for seventeen wives and nine unmarried 
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women. 
Table 3: Cash Income of Married and Unmarried Women, 
by Source z per Woman, per Month 
Married (N= 1 ;) Unmarried (N= 9) 
Amount Percent Amount Percent 
Own ·earnings 
sales 1,692 35 1, i82 45 
trade 349 i 8 75 23 
cocoa work 316 6 296 8 
---2, 35 7 48 2,953 76 
Transfers 
husbands 1, 9 i7 40 0 0 
other men 129 3 645 li 
women 415 9 285 i 
---2,521 52 930 24 
Total (CFA) 4,878 100 3,883 100 
Unmarried women have, on the average, 80 percent of the disposable cash of 
married women. They make up for the lack of a husband's contributions through 
earning more on their own account as farmers and traders. Their own activities 
bring them 25 percent more money than the independent activities of married 
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women. In addition they get increased support from other men--sons, brothers, 
fathers, and friends. These amounts by no means compensate for the loss of a 
husband's contribution, but it should be noted that unmarried women gen-
erally have fewer dependents to support than currently married women. 
The similarities on the income side of the budget are matched by similar-
ities on the expenditure side. Table 4 illustrates the variation between 
married and unmarried women's expenditure patterns. 
Table 4: The Cash Expenses of Married and Unmarried Women, 
by Source, per Woman, per Month 
Married (N = 17) Unmarried (N = 9) 
Amount Percent Amount Percent 
Routine household 3,843 76 2,393 71 
(inc. food) 
Transport 723 14 710 21 
Clothes 512 10 285 8 
Total (CFA) 5,708 100 3,388 100 
Unmarried women spend absolutely and proportionately less on food and 
household needs than married women. It is likely that basic living standards 
do respond somewhat to the absence of an earning husband, although the dif-
ference is not dramatic, Unmarried women can compensate at the level of food 
and supplies, and even some married women support themselves in this way if 
their husbands either withdraw support or become overcommitted for major 
expenses. What is problematic, however, is access to lump sums for big 
expenses, There are no differences in the patterns of saving for married and 
unmarried women, so that major medical costs, housebuilding and repair, 
bridewealth funds for sons, and school fees are difficult to cover when a 
woman has no husband to supply the cash, Over a longer period one would 
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certainly see a few women, both married and unmarried, financing big expen-
ditures, but on the whole the distribution of all women's spending follows a 
similar basic pattern. This pattern is very differently weighted than the 
household expenses computed in the 1964 budget survey, which showed that only 
31 percent of cash expenditure was devoted to food, household, and medical 
supplies. The second and third largest items consisted of clothes (24 percent) 
and gifts and bridewealth (18 percent). 
The second dimension for studying the relative independence of women's 
income and expenditure lies in the different seasonality of men's and women's 
incomes. Cocoa income peaks during four months of the year (September through 
December). During other seasons men in some areas sell palm wine or grow truck 
vegetables for the urban market, but the men's economy has an undisputed peak, 
while many of the women's agricultural goods have no definite harvest season. 
Women always have something from their fields which can be sold if there is 
access to food traders. Table 5 shows women's incomes by source for July, when 
men's incomes are low, and November, when men's incomes are at their peak. 
Table 5: Women's Cash Income, by Source, per Woman 
(July and November) 
Amount (in CFA) •••• Percent 
July November July November 
Own earnings 
Sales of own 
produce 1,280 2,167 39 :sr 
Resale 238 825 7 14 
Cocoa work 611 
.!.!. 
1,518 3,603 46 62 
Transfers 
Husband 1,032 1,553 32 27 
Other men 379 2Jr 12 4 
Women 345 394 10 7 
1,756 2,184 54 38 
Totals 3,274 5,787 100 100 
The essential point of this table is that women's incomes follow the same 
seasonal cycle as men's, in spite of differences in men's and women's agricul-
tural cycles. Women's cash receipts are 75 percent higher in November than in 
. July. One might expect this to be due to men increasing their transfers to 
women during the season when they have cash available. In fact, although hus-
bands' gifts to their wives do increase, the bulk of women's income gains are 
made through their own earnings. "Own earnings" are more than twice as high in 
November as July. Women clearly take advantage of the increased level of de-
mand in the local economy to earn money rather than relying on simple trans-
fers, Some of these increased earnings are gained outside the village economy 
as urban-based functionaries--such as traders, agricultural and cooperative 
workers, and transport personnel--increase their activity in the rural areas. 
In the two villages in which I worked, it was generally true that "sales of 
own produce" were geared to the external market. But the other categories of 
earned income are accounted for by women diverting funds from the cocoa in-
comes of local village men. During the cocoa season new occupations emerge: 
women increase their distilling of alcohol, they trade in wine, beer and cig-
arettes, sell cooked food on cocoa market days, sew new slothing, and work the 
cocoa harvest. 
It is explicitly recognized by women that they are searching for reliable 
ways of tapping men's incomes, and will discuss the advantages and disadvan-
tages of different strategies for making the most of the peak season. It seems 
clear from interviews in other villages that where transport routes are well 
developed, women prefer to gear their activities to outside demand. In more 
remote villages, the heavy rains of September to November make outside sales 
more difficult, so that tapping local men's incomes becomes far more impor-
/ tant. As M.-P. de The has noted, women's distilling of arki (alcohol) for 
local consumption is far more prevalent in remote villages than in villages 
with access to all-season roads (De The, 1968). It represents women's most 
profitable means of earning a personal income. In well-located villages, 
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women's earnings therefore increase total village income, whereas in remoter 
areas they simply redistribute cocoa income from men to women. 
In general, women cannot rely on intra-household distribution of increased 
male income, as a household model would predict, and therefore pursue which-
ever earning strategies seem most lucrative in their particular situation. 
These can include, for both married and unmarried women, selling goods and 
performing services for local men--their real or classificatory fathers, 
brothers, fathers-in-law, husbands, and sons. 
On the expenditure side, it is clear that women spend this increased in-
come in almost exactly the same proportions in November as in July: 75 per-
cent on food and minor household expenses. In fact, in all the comparisons 
this data lends itself to--between the two villages, between married and un-
married women, or between July and November--the proportion of women's expen-
diture devoted to food and minor housekeeping costs varies only between 70 and 
76 percent, while the absolute amounts vary by a factor of two. Since the 
basic, home-produced diet is the same in all cases, this means that women use 
their increased income to raise the value of the diet in fish, meat, and oil, 
rather than maintaining a more vegetarian diet and investing a higher propor-
tion of their income in other items. 
The conclusion to be drawn from seasonal analysis is that women's incomes 
are not intended only to compensate for fluctuations in men's incomes. Women 
are drawn further into commercial relations during the cocoa season, not only 
to maximize total income by tapping outside demand, but also as a means of re-
distributing local male-earned income from men to women. Further, seasonal 
analysis suggests that the food system does not have the same relative inde-
pendence from the male economy at the level of the community, that it seemed 
to have at the level of the individual woman. Although individual women can 
compensate for the loss of male income by earning more, depression in the 
entire male sphere of the economy affects women's earning possibilities, 
which, given patterns of expenditure, inevitably affects food purchases. 
The longer term historical relationship between the men's and women's eco-
nomies can be examined through comparison of a series of budget studies done 
in the period since 1954. Three main trends are apparent when these budgets 
are compared. First, economist Jeanne Henn has argued that real cocoa incomes 
have declined, never recovering from the collapse of prices in 1964 (Henn, 
1978). Second, household income from food crops has risen, associated with 
the growth of urban demand. Binet found that the proportion of family income 
earned through the sale of food crops was only 2 percent in 1954, so low that 
the information was difficult to collect. This amounted to one thirtieth of 
cocoa income (Binet, 1956: 5 7). By 1964 cocoa prices had declined and food 
demand had risen; the value of food sold, per household, was one fourth of the 
' value of cocoa income (Winter 1970: 167). A local village study in 1974 found 
that income per woman from food sales was half of income per man from cocoa 
(Weber, 19 74.: 19-21). My own data would suggest that women's incomes average 
at one fourth of men's, but the trend is clearly for the gap to narrow, as 
long as cocoa prices stagnate and alternative occupations do not open up. 
Finally, an increasing proportion of the total family budget of farmers is 
spent on food. Binet found that in 1954, 15 percent of household expenses went 
for food and soap. This category of expenditure had broadened to include more 
items by 1964, and expanded to 30 percent. Weber's figures imply an even high-
er proportion (19 74: 20-22). 
Given the economic structure of the household, it is not clear what the 
changes in consumption patterns are due to. It 1s too simple to claim, in 
accordance with standard theory, that the lower the income, the more of it is 
devoted to food. In a system where subsistence farming patterns have been 
maintained, a decline in real income might result in greater dependence on 
home production and less purchase of meat, dried fish, and salt. An altern-
ative explanation is that growth in the food sector puts a higher 
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proportion of total income in the hands of the women, who devote it to routine 
food and household needs. Whatever the ultimate cause, only 15 percent of 
household food and supplies could possibly have been financed from money 
earned through women's agriculture in 1954; by 1964, however, and reconfirmed 
by my own study for 1975-19i6, at least two thirds of these expenditures could 
have been financed from women's incomes. 
Understanding trends in patterns of choice in a production system of this 
kind depends on the collection of some data by sex, in addition to the classic 
categories of occupation and commodity. The present study, though very 
limited, complements the more detailed and compehensive Southern Cameroonian 
budget surveys. It suggests that the interpretation of patterns of choice for 
West African domestic groups may depend on the complex nature of the division 
of labor, incomes, and expenditure by sex, as well as on absolute levels of 
11household 11 income. 
Beyond the classic concerns of budget studies, it suggests that the impact 
of conditions in the national and regional economy on indigenous domestic 
structures can only be understood when the structural positions and economic 
interests of both men and women are equally represented in the data collected. 
Too great a devotion to a "household" model of analysis may obscure some of 
the basic determinants of economic behavior, not only in West Africa where 
that appro-ach has always seemed problematic, but elsewhere as well. 
2b 
Notes 
lFor a general survey of rural household structure in West Africa, see 
Hill, 1975. 
2Many budget studies in Africa have, in fact, collected data by indivi-
dual adult before aggregating into households (Golding 1962; SEDES, 1964/ 5). 
Very few have differentiated men and women in a systematic way in the calcul-
ations. An exception is Galletti, Baldwin and Dina's study of cocoa-farming 
families in Western Nigeria in 1951 (1956). 
3Yaounde had a population of 58,099 in 1957 and 2 i0,000 in the census of 
19 76. 
4Fieldwork was done during 19 75 and 19 76 in two villages of the Eton 
subgroup of the Beti. They were chosen to repesent two different positions on 
the food marketing networks; one is on a road which was still very poor at 
that time, and the other is on a main paved road. To the extent that I am 
presenting them as "average, 11 it should be made clear that they do repesent 
two different cases, but that there are certainly many villages which are more 
remote than either of them. 
5Average cocoa incomes have been calculated from the records of the 
cocoa cooperative which, in one of the villges, had monopolized cocoa market-
ing for the previous three years. The figure is the average for the 58 farmers 
who had been members of the cooperative in all three years: 89,966 CFA. As a 
proxy for men's incomes this figure has two problems: ( 1) It overestimates 
average male income, since some men are not cocoa farmers, and, for those who 
are, about 15 percent of their gross incomes goes in costs of production. (2) 
It underestimates incomes, since some men do earn money from palmwine tapping 
and tomato cultivation. 
61 include as unmarried women all women not currently married, including 
widows and separated women. These women are actually a larger proportion of 
the total adult female population than of the sample: 39 percent in one vil-
lage, 53 percent in the other. 
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